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When two people converse, there is a wide variety of pcssibie purposes 
for the contact, such as exchanqinq infomation, accomplishinq a task, or 
expressinq feelinqs. Ultimately, however, all interactions are based on 
people's need to create social relationships and make connections with one 
another. In order to do this, each participant presents an imaqe of himself 
to the other, and toqether they determine their relative roles in the inter-
action. Conversation is a cooperative venture, with the maintenance of 
harmony as its underlyinq theme. Each person's concern is with preserving 
his own face and that of his conversational partner. This process is 
implicit: in the situation, and is outside the participants • awareness. 
When the conversation is between people of different cultures, many 
thinqs can CJO wronq. Althouqh both parties have the best of intentions, they 
:nay perceive one another as aloof and unfriendly, aqqressive and pushy, impa-
tient, overly passive, rude, or bored. One or both i:tdividuals may feel t."tey 
are not beinq heard, or that the other person is not makinq sense. In most 
cases, neither one is aware that they are operatinq under different sets of 
rules for COIIIIIIUDication. These rules, which are unconscious, are based on 
a set of noz:ma for what behavior is appropriate in a qiven situation. The 
way co111111Wlication is sequenced, the content and style of expression, the way 
another's C011111W1ication is interpreted, are part. of a system which varies for 
different languages and cultures. When crosscultural communication goes awrJ, 
it is often because the nonnative speaker is transferring the presuppositions 
and expectations of his native languaqe and culture to his interaction in the 
second lanquaqe. That is, althouqh his qrasp of the lexical, syntactic and 
semantic elements of the sec:ad lanquaqe may be quite good - i.e., he is 
linguistically c::cmpetent - he lac:Jcs C:CIZIIIW1icative competence. 
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The concept of coaaunicati ve competence - .. the social rules of language 
use•• (Paulston, p.347) - provides a useful framework for analysis of the 
problema of cross-cultural interactions for nonnative speakers of English. 
This body of knowledge, which is so cz:ucial to effective p~uction and inter-
pretatia~ of a lanquaqe, can be divided into two broad cateqoriesa the 
extralinqui.stic area, 'lhich includes prosodies (stress pattems, pitch and 
intonation) and paralinquistics (gesture, facial expression, eye contact and 
proxemics) and the sociolinguistic area, which covers fundamental attitudes 
about lanquage itself and com:raints and expectations about what should or 
should not be said, hov, to whom and under W\at circumstances. It is the 
role of the latter, sociolinCJUi.stic side of COIIIIIUnicative competence in 
CCDversations between native and nonnative speakers of English which is the 
focus of this paper. 
A speaker's sociolinquistic behavior is largely culturally determined. 
CUlture, "a series of situational models for behavior and thouqht" (Hall, p.l3), 
provides the CCintext by which people make sense of their environment and their 
place in it. Models of appropriate behavior and the range of possible speech 
events in a given speech situation are specified by the cultural context. 
For example, one would be unlikely to hear a SeDIOn in a cafeteria; or a lovers' 
quarrel in a graduate seminar. The influence of expectations on the structure 
and content of a speech event can hardly be overestimated, and culturally-based 
differences in expectations lead to IMI\y cross-cultural coanunication problems. 
Specific CCIIJP)nents of a speech event, such as the type of topics discussed, 
the role relations of the people invalved, and the register or speaking style 
which is used, are likely to be situationally restricted. These three elesnents 
are subtly yet crucially interrelated, and they all help to determine the 
course of the speech event. 
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A speech event const.ts of a number of speech acts, whic:h take place 
sequentially. Speech ac:ts, the "minimal unit(s) of speaking whic:h can be 
said to have a function" (Schmidt and Richams, p.llO), are the means for 
fulfillin9 such social pu.rposes as asking for infoxmation, making offers, 
requests, c:oaaands, threats or promises, granting penU.ssion, apologizing, 
forgiving, expressing approval or disapproval, and so on. A speech act may 
take a number of utterances to complete, or more than one speech act may 
be contained in a single utterance. Some speech acts, suc:h as openings, clos-
ings or sWIIIIOnses, IIIWSt be in a specific place in the conversation. 
Speech acts are interactive and can best be understood as steps in a 
sort of cooperative dance between the partners, a series of adjacency pairs. 
Virtually every conversaticlnal .. move• that a speaker makes implies the expec-
tation of a rel evant response I a greeting implies a · greeting returned, a 
request for infonaation or pumission implies a grant or denial fran the 
hearer, an offer made illpl.ies acceptance or rejection, etc. The expectation 
of a relevant response is so great: that in DDSt cases any response will be 
presumed to be relevant. The orqanizaU.on of discourse into adjacency pairs 
is a universal feature, but the type of cawersational '"moves" which comprise 
a speech act differ between cultw:es. In Indonesia, an apolOCJY will 
appropriately accompany an offer or a farewell. in Japan, it will be used 
vi th an expression of thanks. 
Searle's categorizatm of speech acts by illocutionary point, as 
representatives, directives, c:caaissives, expressives and declarations, 
is one way of viewing the ultimate purpose. of utterances. His paradi91ft 
serves to highlight an important aspect of coamunication, that the surf ace or 
referential meaning of an utterance is often quite different from its under-
lying meaning. It may require considerable knowledge of the cultural context 
for a hearer to properly intexpret the input he receives, or even to realize 
that interpretation is called for. 
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The difference between propositional and intended meanin9 may be 
manifested in the syntactic foz:m of the utterance. For example, ·~ave 
you eut yourself?" may not be an inquiry, where the injury is obvious, but 
rather an expression of concern. (Holmes and Brown) An apparent request 
for infoanation, ''What are you doin9 on Friday nic;Jht?", is actually the 
prelude to an invitation. A literal response, such as "I'm CJOinq doVt 
to Hotel Street to pick up sailors", is inappropriate. A particular 
problem for noMative speakers is the use of medals "can" and "could" for 
requests or commands, e.g., "Can you open this jar?" on the surface, 
~ese seem to be questioninq the hearer's ability to do something, but 
their function is different. 
Intonation also causes interpretative problems for noMative speakers. 
Sometimes the meaning of an utterance will actually be reversed by means 
of intonation, as in sarcasm and irony. Many lanquaqes do not use intona-
tion in this way, and so comments like "Oh, the teaJil was in good foJ:m 
today" (when they were beaten 37..0) may thorou9h].y bewilder the foreign 
hearer. One reason so much humor ts incomprehensible to second lanquaqe 
speakers is due to this playful manipulation of sound and meaninq; as 
cultural outsiders, they are unable to qrasp an inside joke. 
CUrsin9 is another example of the difference between referential and 
Ulceutionary meaninq. Often the surface fom of a cw:se will be virtually 
nonsensical, yet it ia eaotionally "loaded'•. Second-lanquage speakers will 
often acquire these words quite easily and use them inappropriately, with 
neqative social consequences. 
Direct transfer of a foJ:mUl.aic expression from the first lanquaqe can 
also cawse miscommunications. Use of politness fomulae differs between 
lanquac:Jes. When refusinq an offer, an Indonesian says "Thank you", which 
is what an American says when he accepts it. Neither party knows how to 
deal with the resultant confusion when this fomula is misapplied• since 
neither realizes that the intended meaninqs are contradictory. 
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Among the most variable and significant conversational dimensions is 
that which detemines explicitness and appropriateness. This dimension 
involves the choice of topic, means of expression, degree of talkativeness 
and the role of silence in verbal iDteraction. Selection of an appropriate 
topic for discussion is partly a function of the relationship of the parti-
cipants and involves age, sex, social status and rank, as well as the particular 
social situation. Some topics are suitable in a private but not a public 
conversation, for example. In addition to these situational factors, there 
may be established cultural non~& wich preclude discussion of certain topics. 
Among Athabaskan Indians, it is inappropriate and temptinq bad luck to 
present oneself in a good light, or to make explicit references to the 
future such as predictions or optimistic remarks. In Japan, where a strong 
social value attaches to maintaining homogeneity and submer9ing the ego, 
expressicnof personal opinions or deep feelings has a neqative connotation. 
Japanese see Americans as being far too revealing and selfish in the way 
they display th-elves, and conversely Americans tend to view the Japanese 
as cold and unfeeling because their deepest emotions are not expressed. 
This may create problems in an American classroom, 'Where individual opinion 
is solicited and students are encouraqed to pUt forth differing points of 
view. A teacher ray see Japanese students as stubborn and uncooperative, 
while they are made anxious at being pwshed to violate their cultural norms. 
One measure of coiiiiiWlicat.ive c:ompetence is knowing what questions may be 
asked, partieularly of a nw acquaintance. Asians want to know marital status, 
length of time married, number of children (or reason for lack of them), and 
many other questionS which Americans consider excessively personal. (A Lao 
Hmang woman I had known for a short time inquired as to my method of birth 
control, and a Vietnamese man, leaming of our childless state, asked my 
husband "'reacher, you no love your wife?") Japanese, who live in a highly 
structured hierarchical society where knowledge of relative rank is vital, 
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are likely to question strangers closely about their job, age, and the 
company they work for. · Arabs want to know how much everything costs; such 
inquiries violate the norms of this culture. 
Expectations related to categories of speech acts as well as specific 
topics vary in acceptability between cultures. For the Athabaskans, direct 
questions are always considered rude. Obviously, an Anglo teacher who asks 
students a lot of questions will have problems with this group. The amount 
of elaboration or honesty in an excuse varies considerably for different 
peoples. In many cultures, it is virtually impossible to deny a request for 
information; it is preferable to answer incorrectly than to cause both 
speaker and hearer to lose face by admitting ignorance. (At a train station 
in calcutta, I had to ask five people the track number of my train before I 
found two answers that agreed; the other people simply cml.dn 't tell me they 
didn't know.) 
Similarly, white middle-class American schoolchildren, vhen questioned 
by the teacher, are likely to guess if they don't know the answer, while 
Yakima Indian children will admit it right away if they don't. Japanese are 
greatly offended by a direct "no•• and will go to any lengths of evasiveness, 
lying or even exiting to avoid saying it. Loveday gives the example of a 
Japanese man in the u.s. who accepted an invitation that he knew he couldn't 
honor, because he didn't have the skills needed to decline. In Sweden, one 
cannot 9ive an indirect or evasive answer to a questicn, no matter how tactless; 
once it ha& been asked, it must be answered. 
Appropriate use of register and forms of address is a problem area for 
many noMative speakers. They are apt to transfer overly fo.z:mal., "textbook" 
styles of discourse to everyday usage, greeting friends with ''How do you do?" 
The subtle shifts of register which signal changes in relatimship (from 
stranger to acquaintance or friend) are beyond many nonnative speakers. 
They may continue to use the Consultative style of communication, in which 
a great deal of background infonaation is supplied, when the less explicit, 
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hiqher-context casual style should be used. Thus, others may think that the 
second-lanCJU49e speaker is holdinq them at a.rm • s length with his excessively 
precise speech. This unfortunate state of affairs is reinforced by many 
lanquage teachers, vho stress the use of complete sentences and slanq-free 
expression. 
Nati ve-lanquaqe modes of expression may also be mistakenly transferred to 
English. In Japanese, for instance, routine speech formulae are muc:h more 
widely used than in English, as are titles, even with first names. People 
are generally referred to by their proper names (Mr. John) or their position 
(Mr. Head-of-a-Subsection) ; use of pronouns is considered rude. These 
indicators of politeness, "the appropriate form in the appropriate context" 
(Loveday), sound strange and stilted to Americans. 
The amount of talkativeness exhibited by a speaker is another variable 
which is part of COIIIIIWlicati ve competence. Comparec:l to many peoples, Americans 
are talkative, and nonnative speakers vho do not conform to this norm may 
be considered unfriendly, cold or rude. Enqlish-speaking people generally 
place a positive value on speech; this is not true for all cultures. The 
Japanese requ:d lanquaqe less positively, and people who talk a lot may 
be seen as shallow, insincere or hypermanic. Japanese can be comfortable 
with long periods of silence which make Americans uneasy. consider this 
perceptive passage, written by a Japanese graduate studenta 
Take the difference of the way of thinkinq between American people 
and Japanese people ••• Japanese people, who have historically been 
homoqeneous, have an idee that originally human beings are not so 
different from each other (and) that we can get consensus and communi-
cate without talking so much, through mutual understanding. On the con-
trary, however, American people seem to have an idea that every individual 
has a quite different way of thinking and doinq by nature. So they try 
to make themselves understood to other people very much. Therefore 
every kind of method of coaaunic:ation is a very important thing for them. 
EVen a little thing which seems to be a trifling matter to us Japanese 
tends to be discussed in detail in order to clarify the differences 
between the people. 
(The above was written by a student in ELI BJ, Enqlish Language Institue, 
University of Hawaii, october 1981.) 
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The deqree of talkativeness can also indicate power relations between 
speakers, in terms of display behavior. American children are expected to 
"displa:y" or perform for their parents, exhibiting their abilities in order 
to gain approval. Their role is subcrdinateJ the parents, as spectators, 
are in a dominant positim. In Athabaskan culture, the correlation is 
reversed t adults display to their children, who learn from keeping quiet and 
watching. (This is t~e of many cultures with an oral tradition, such as 
tra4itional Hawaii, where children learned hula and chants from watching 
their elders.) Thus, to Athabaskans, talkativeness or dispJ4t is characteristic 
of a dominant role. In a classroom, Athaba.skan children remain respectfully 
silent as befits their subordinate status, while their frustrated Anglo teachers 
are irritated at the children •s arrogant, superior attitude. 
The amount of conversatiaal "space•• required varies within cultures 
accordinq to the situation and relationstJp of the prticipants. An Athabaskan 
may be quite talkative once he gets to know someone well (which is the point 
at vhi.Ch an American feels free to be silent), but he reqards conversation 
with strangers as threatening and prefers to 9uard their in&viduality and 
his 011111 by resnaining silent. Thais are usually more restrained in their 
speech than Americans, but in at least one situation, visitinq a sick friend, 
Thais are far more talkative and boisterous than Americans; each group is 
following its 011111 rules for consideration. 
Silence can be a speech act. In some cultures, it indicates assent; in 
others, it means refusal. In Thailand, silence is the most polite response 
to a sneeze. Wam Springs Indians do not feel obliged to answer questions 
when they are asked, or to acknowledge either questions or infozmation; 
it is assumed that the listenr: is listening. In this country, silence is 
appropriate behavior towazd a stranger at a bus stop, but in many places 
this would be extremely rude. It is not hard to imagine the resultant 
problems in social interaction or in the classroom when one culture • s 
attitudes tcwud silence are transferred to another context. 
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Cross-c:ultural discourse problems are sometimes due to differing 
information structures. This tem refers to the way the language is structured 
to indicate emphasis and ~ distinguish between informatbn which is old and 
new. In English, a stress-tillled language, this is achieved prosodically, 
by a combination of intonation, stress and pitch, and syntactically, by 
variations in word order. Many languages, such as East Indian and Atha.baskan 
languages, do not use prosody for emphasis; instead, this is expressed with 
1110%'phemes (affixes or particles). Speakers of these languages have a great 
deal of trouble hearing and interpreting such variations. Also, these speakers 
may be misunderstood by native English speakers because the pitch and intopation 
pattems which they cany over from their own languages are so different. 
Rising tones, used by Athabaskans to show episodic structure, are interpreted 
as questions by English speakers, who then respond (interrupt). Prosodic 
variations also have affective connotations, which can be misread. 
one means of syntactic information structuring in English is by 
prepos.i·~:J the new, most important or foreground informatial to the front 
of a sentence. Atha.ba.skan languages use postposing for this function. 
Clarly, it will be difficult for English and Athabaskan speakers to select 
the 1110st important ideas in each other's speech. 
Having presented some of the general distinguishing features of discourse, 
I will now describe its sequence. This is basically invariant for all 
cultures. A conversation alJnost always begins with an exchange of 
greetinCJS, followed by the intrcduction of a topic, usually by the first 
speaker. By definition, a conversation iS two-way communication, so one of 
its characteristics i.s tum-taking behavior. This may be punctuated by 
interruptions as participants get (and lose) the floor. Nev topics may be 
introduced, accepted and discussed. The conversation will end with closing 
and farevell. This ordering of the speech event is universal. but there 
is great variance within the general framework, from one culture to another. 
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The function of the first speech acts of a conversation, exchange of 
greetinqs, is to make an initial social contact and to establish phatic 
communion, creating a harmonious atmosphere as a prelude to further inter-
·action. (Goffman calls these opening moves ••contact signals••, which open 
the channels of C:OIIIIIWlicaticn.) When greetings are exchanged in passing 
rather than as part of a chain of speech acts, a momentary connection or 
rec:oqnition of the other's existence is the sole function served. A small 
sampling gives an idea of the diversity of greetinqs: 
American: 
Palauan, Indonesians 
Nepalese, Chinesea 
Korean a 
Japanese& 
Navaho a 
Hi, how are you? How's it going? 
Where are you going? 
Have you eaten? 
Are you at peace? 
There is respectful earliness. 
All is well. 
How•ve you been? etc. 
The c0111110n element in all of the above greetings is that they are not 
expected to be taken literally. 'l'he American does not really want to 
hear about one•s gallbladder troubles, nor does the Palauan really want to 
know a precise destination. The appropriate response is as formulaic as 
the initial greeting: "Fine, how are you?" or .. over there .. , respectively. 
Second lanquaqe speakers do not always understand the conventionalized 
quality of another culture's greetingsa I recall being irritated by 
the apparent nosiness of Javanese, who I thought were overly concerned 
with my plans. 
Nonverbi. greeting behavior, or kinemes, are equally varied and equally 
ritualized, ranging from the American handshake or the French kiss on both 
cheeks, to the Andamanese, who ngreet one another by one sitting down in 
the lap of the other, arms around each other's necks and weeping for a 
while" (LaBarre, p.l73). One can easily imagine the sorts of misreadings of 
that can occur 
greetings/across cultural boundaries. 
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After greetinqs have been exchanqed and before the first substantive 
topic is introduced. there is often a brief period of "small talk•'• inconse-
quential discussion of neutral topics like the weather. Like greetinqs, 
these function to preserve the face of both parties rather than as an exchange 
of real information. 
As a qeneral rule. the pera who opens a conversation also nominates 
the first topic. In c~ss-c:ultural discourse. sociolinguistic differences 
may pUt one person at an automatic advantage. The Japanese reluctance to 
app~ach someone until that person •s relative social position is known, and 
the Athabaskan •s reluctance to speak to anyone he does not know well, mean 
that contacts between these people and native Enqlish speakers will usually 
be initiated by the latter. Tttis, of course, means that the noMative speaker 
will rarely select the first topic of conversation. The Athabaskan is likely 
to remain in the JDOre po.ssive role because of cross-cultural differences in 
distribution of talk. 
Distribution of talk refers to the way time is divided up between discourse 
participants. Its variabl.s include who speaks first, lenqth of turns, and 
chanqes cf topic. Discrepant expectations regarding any of these factors 
can cause misconnunicatioDS. Athabaskan discourse patterns call for lonqer 
tums than those of EnCJlish speakers. takin9 the form of altematin9 narrative 
monoloques rather than dialoCJUe. Because their pauses within utterances are 
sliqhtly longer than those of Americans, Athabaskans are frequently inter-
rupted before their massaqes are compl~e. When the Enqlish speaker has 
completed a speech act and pauses for a response, the Athabaskan still 
does not 9et a chance to speak. for by the time he is ready (having waited 
for a suitable interval)• the American has already resumed talkinq. Thus, 
Enqlish speakers think Athabaskans don't have any ideas because they don't 
say anythinq. and the constantly short-circ:uited Athabaskans view English 
speakers as eqoc:entric and overly talkative. 
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John Gumperz' conversational analyses of Indta English and British English 
speakers provide other examples of problems attributable ~o disparate 
discourse features. An Indian man increases the loudness and pitch of his 
speech in an attempt to reqain the floor when he has been interrupted, and 
this is inferred to be an expression of anger. This paralinguistic feature 
contrasts with the moxe direct verbal signals which would be used by a native 
English speaker, such as "I'm not finished". 
The flow of ccnversation in English is r~ated by discourse markers 
or gambits, conventionalized expressions 'Which indicate the direction of 
discourse. Gambits signal speech functions such as swmnariz.ing or rephras-
ing ("in short" 1 "to put it another way'' 1 "that is to say"), retum to a 
previous topic ("as I was saying", "well, anyway ••• "). expression of opinion 
("the way I see it", "in my opinion") and comparison of ideas and topics. 
These gambits are not likely to be prt of the nonnative speaker's inventory. 
Problems in reception can result when he is unable to read these signals: he 
may have difficulty following the native speaker's train of thought, feel 
the other is incoherent or talking too fast. This can be especially problematic 
in a nonconversational context, such as a classroom lecture, where requesting 
explanation or repetition may constitute a loss of face. JUst as important, 
the second-language speaker's own speech production is likely to seem 
disjointed and abrupt, as these stoc:k phrases are required for smooth 
transitions. 
In the final phase of conversation, closing and farewell, the ability to 
recognize and use these discourse markers is particularly important. Many a 
cross-cultural encounter has ended on an awkward note because the second 
language speaker did not know the proper way to finish. In general, closing 
behavior features include slowing of speech, lengthening of pauses, use of 
summarizing and reference to the conversation itself ("Well, it's been nice 
talking with you") and references to hoped-for future contact ("See you", 
"Let's get together soon .. ). Like the opening speech acts, these are poli1mess 
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routines wich function to preserve speaker and hearer face rather than to 
express literal intentions. The nonnative speaker may misinterpret these 
formulae and eaqerly accept an insincere invitation, or, unable to produce 
the appropriate stock phrases, may exit too quickly, leavinq the native 
speaker wonderinq how he has caused offense. 
Most nonnative speakers of Enqlish are unlikely to ever approach 
nativelike competence in social interaction, because they cannot (nor, in 
most cases, do they want to) shed their own cultural outlook. They may expand 
their knowledqe of appropriate coamunicative behavior in Enqlish, but this 
competence will not · supplant most of the assumptions and expectations which 
they carry over from their native cattext. To some dec}ree, these socio-
linquistic factors will ccatinue to interfere with the.ir collltiUilicative 
competence in English. 
- 71-
REFERENCES 
Cultural Learning Institute, East-west Center, 1981. Unpublished papers on 
Thais and Americans. 
Gumperz, J., 1977. "The conversational analysis of interethnic: conanunication", 
in Ross, E. Lalllar, (ed.) Interethnic Colll'lllunication, proceedings of Southern 
Anthropological Society, University of Georgia Press. 
Gwnperz, J. and Roberts, Celia, 1980. Developing Awareness Skills for Interethnic: 
Co11111unic:ation. Sil'l)lporea SEAMEO Regional Language Centre. 
Hall, E., 1976. Beyond Culture. New Yorks Anchor Press, Doubleday. 
Hatch, E. and Long, M.H. "Discourse analysis', 111hat•s that?" in Larsen-Freeman, c., ted. l 
Discourse Analysis in Second 1anguage Acquisition. 
Holmes• J. and Brown, o., 1976. ''Developing sociolinguistic competence in a 
second language.•• n;soL ouarterly 10.4, 423-431. 
Jacobson, R., 1976. "Incorporating sociolinquistic norms into an EFL program." 
TFS01 Quart;erly 10.4, 411-422. 
Joos, M., 1962. The Five Clocks. IJAL Publ. No.22, Vol.28, Part 2V. 
La Barre, w., 1972. "ParalinCJUisties, kinesics, and cultural anthropology." 
In Samovar and Porter, Interc:ul tural Communication: A Reader. Belmont, Cal. : 
Wadsworth Pub1ishinq Co. 
Loveday, L., 1980. "Coaaunic:ative interference." Crosscurrents 7.2. 
Paulston, c.B., 1974. ''LinCJUistic: and communicative competence." TESOL 
Quarterly 8.4, 347-362. 
Porter, R., 1972. "An overview of intercultural conmmieation." in Samovar 
and Porter (eds.), Intercultural Coaanunieation: A Reader. Belmont, Cal. a 
WadSliiCrth Publishinq Co. 
Richards, J .c. Conversation. 
Richards, J.C., 1981. '-ralking across cultures." The Canadian Modern Language 
Review, 37.3, 572-582. 
Seheqloff, Eo, 1968. ..Sequencing in conversational openinqs." American 
AnthJ:opologist 70• 1075-1095. 
Schmidt, R. and Richards, J.c., 1980. "Speech acts and second language 
learning." Applied Linguistics 1.2, 129-157. 
Scallon, R. and Sc:ollon, s., 1979. "Athabaskan-Dlqlish interethnic: communication." 
Alaskan Native Lanquage Center. 
Searle, J., 1976. '"rhe classification of illocutionary ac:ts." Language in 
Society 5.1, 1-24. 
- 72-
